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Opportunistic grazing refers
to the practice of allowing
livestock to graze on available
forage when conditions are
favorable. By implementing
strategies of opportunistic
grazing, rangeland managers
can effectively use
opportunistic grazing as a
sustainable rangeland
management tool to improve
forage use, enhance ecosystem
health, and support livestock
production goals.
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BACKGROUND

Many grazing systems can be used to accomplish specific tasks ranging
from high-intensity, short-duration grazing to low-intensity,
season-long grazing. What they all have in common is that they attempt
to use grazing animals to manipulate vegetation in a way that benefits
the land manager. This is achieved through using animals as a tool to
create a disturbance in the landscape. This disturbance affects the
competitive balance between plant species and can be used to shift
plant communities toward a desired state. Using grazing animals to
create a vegetation response is often more cost-effective and less
damaging to the environment than using alternative methods such as
long periods of protection, planting, seeding, or mechanical treatments.
By understanding the plant-animal dynamics involved, managers can
learn to use different grazing strategies to produce specific results. This
can be key to successful long-term vegetation management on a

rangeland. Opportunistic grazing is a term coined by Westoby et al.
(1989) to describe the timing of grazing dictated by climate variability,
which creates diverse and unpredictable forage availability. By
definition, opportunistic grazing is a strategy that offers flexibility in the
timing and intensity of livestock grazing in response to spatial and
temporal heterogeneity in forage availability created by climatic
variability.
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» Biomass abandance during favorable years

IMPORTANCE OF OPPORTUNISTIC
GRAZING IN DRY RANGELANDS

In arid rangelands, characterized by infrequent rainfall
and sparse vegetation, opportunistic grazing emerges as
a vital tactic for the survival of livestock. This strategy
entails allowing animals to briefly graze on patches
experiencing rapid growth of nutrient-rich vegetation
following sporadic rainfalls. Harnessing this fleeting
period of abundant forage fosters animal health and
alleviates strain on permanent grazing grounds. More-
over, opportunistic grazing aids in the management of
rangelands by mitigating overgrazing in established
zones and promoting a more balanced distribution of
grazing pressure. By adapting to the unpredictable condi-
tions of dry environments, opportunistic grazing presents
a sustainable approach to rangeland use while
safequarding the welfare of livestock.

BENEFITS OF OPPORTUNISTIC GRAZING

Opportunistic grazing, where herds are allowed to graze
on high-quality forage during periods of rapid plant
growth, can be beneficial for both livestock and range-
lands. Animals can consume nutritious young plants,
leading to improved weight gain and overall health. For
the land, this focused grazing period allows perennial
species a chance to recover after grazing, promoting
healthier and more diverse rangelands in the long run.

* Improved livestock nutrition: Opportunistic grazing
allows animals to access high-quality, nutritious
forage during periods of peak plant growth. This
leads to better weight gain, milk production, and
overall animal health.
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Enhanced rangeland health: By concentrating
grazing pressure for a short period, opportunistic
grazing allows plants to recover during the rest of
the grazing cycle. This promotes long-term health
and diversity of the rangeland ecosystem.

Reduced soil compaction: Shorter grazing periods
minimize the time livestock spend on the land,
reducing soil compaction from trampling. This
improves soil health and water infiltration.

Controlled brush encroachment: Opportunistic
grazing during times of rapid plant growth can
help control unwanted brush and woody plants.
Selective grazing by livestock favors desirable
grasses and forbs.

Flexibility for pastoralists: This grazing method
allows pastoralists to adjust grazing strategies
based on seasonal conditions. They can take
advantage of flushes of new plant growth to
support livestock needs.

Reduced need for supplementation: With access
to high-quality forage during opportunistic
grazing periods, livestock may require less
supplemental feed, lowering costs for pastoralists.

Potential for higher stocking rates: For short
durations, opportunistic grazing can accommo-
date higher livestock densities on rangeland
without harming the vegetation.



Promotes efficient water use: By grazing during periods
of higher moisture availability, livestock can use the
water content of fresh plants, reducing their overall
water needs.

Carbon sequestration: Properly managed grazing
systems can contribute to carbon sequestration, as
rangelands can store carbon in both aboveground
biomass and soil organic matter. This can help mitigate
climate change by reducing atmospheric carbon
dioxide levels.
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the pasture selecting most desirable
palatable species

IMPLEMENTATION OF OPPORTUNISTIC
GRAZING

Opportunistic grazing mimics natural herbivore behav-
ior by allowing livestock to exploit temporary flushes of
forage growth. Implementation requires monitoring
pasture conditions.When high-quality forage appears in
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for estimating carrying capacity.

a given area, like after a considerable rain shower,
animals are moved to graze there for a short period.

This maximizes their intake of nutritious food while promot-
ing pasture diversity by preventing overgrazing in designated
areas.

* Flexible grazing management: This involves adapting
grazing practices according to the condition of the
pasture, weather,and the nutritional needs of the animals.
Grazing periods and intensities are adjusted based on
factors such as forage growth rates, weather patterns,and
animal stocking rates.
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Rotational grazing: Rotational grazing involves divid-
ing the grazing area into smaller paddocks or pastures
and rotating the animals through these areas. This
strategy allows for better forage use, prevents
overgrazing in specific areas,and promotes even distri-
bution of manure which can improve soil fertility.

Stocking density management: Controlling the time
and period of grazing in a particular area is crucial to
prevent overgrazing and maintain the health of the
pasture. The grazing period should be adjusted based
on forage availability, seasonal changes, and animal
nutritional requirements.

Leave residual forage: Allow enough plant material to
remain ungrazed for healthy regrowth and soil protec-
tion.
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» Rest and recovery periods: Implementing rest and
recovery periods for pastures allows vegetation to
regrow and replenish its nutrient reserves. By rotat-
ing animals between different grazing areas and
providing rest periods, the quality and quantity of
forage available to animals can be improved,
leading to better overall pasture health.

* Monitoring and observation: Regular monitoring
and observation of rangeland conditions, forage
availability, and animal behavior are essential
components of opportunistic grazing. Managers
need to assess vegetation growth, monitor animal
performance, and adjust grazing management
accordingly to ensure optimal use of available
resources
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